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This study aims at investigating the relationship between an
organization's performance in industrial relations and its
characteristics in industrial relations management,namely,
'specialization' in handling industrial relations matters,
'formalization' of industrial relations procedures,
'standardization'of the use of such procedures, 'centralization'
of authority of management and ' communication' between management
and workers.
Three hypotheses are tested in this study, They are:(1)
There is no connection between strike-proneness of an organization
and its degree of managerial centralization in industrial
relations;(2) The size of an organization is positively related to
the number of strike incidences of the organization; (3)The degree
of managerial 'specialization', 'standardization', 'formalization'
and ' communication' in industrial relations is negatively related
to the number of strike incidences of the organization. Hypothesis
one & part of hypothesis three are supported by the result
findings. However,hypothesis two is not supported.
Based on these findings, some recommendations are made to the
management of organizations in respect of managerial
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1.l. Definition of 'Industrial Relations' as a Field of Study
In recent years, the issue of industrial relations is
often selected as a focal point of socio-industrial research
in many European countries. What exactly does industrial
relations refer to?
The term 'Industrial Relations' commonly brings to mind
issues concerning strikes, negotiations between trade union
and employers, as well as governmental intervention in
disputes and in pay settlements. But in a broader sense,
'Industrial Relations' becomes an all-inclusive term covering
all aspects of the employment relationships. In fact, the
term 'Industrial Relations' can be considered as synonymous tc
terms like 'labour management relations', 'labour relations'.
A more recent and comprehensive definition of industrial
relations is that 'it is the study of all aspects of job
regulations- the making and administering of the rules which
regulate employment relationships- regardless of whether
these rules are seen as being formal or informal l.'
1 Asian Regional Project for strengthening Labour/Manpower
Administration. Labour Relations: Reflections on Asian and the
Pacific Experience, [NDP ILO, 1980. P.5
21.2. Industrial Relations in Honq Kona
Hong Kong is a 'peculiar place' which has long prided
itself as having one of the world's few successful free
enterprise economies. It has been transformed from an
entreport to a modern industrial society in a short span of
about 25 years. Just like other territories, Hong Kong's
system of labour relations has evolved against its own unique
historical background. Using the systems model, it can be
regarded as a system comprised of several actors, namely,
employers (including the employers' organisations), employees
(including employees' unions), and the Hong Kong Government
(represented by the Labour Department, the Labour Tribunal,
the Legal Aid Department and other governmental bodies), and
is bound by an ideology of 'positive non-interventionism' of
the administration. In this system, the actors are governed
by a set of labour legislations and trade unions law in the
work community. Hitherto, this system of industrial relations
has achieved an atmosphere of industrial harmony and peace,
and is characterised by freedom of association, of
organisation, and a choice of work and employment
relationships.
What has been the development or progress of labour
relations in Hong Kong? It is generally accepted that such
progress has followed closely the economic and social
development of Hong Kong during the past three decades with
most employers and employees adjusting themselves to new
conditions and requirements created by new labour
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legislations, new employer-employee relationships, new
management concepts and other concomitant changes in a
developing industrial economy.
To begin with, it is best to start a brief review of the
development of industrial relations in Hong Kong from the year
1946 since the British had resumed its rule in August 1945.
In the years 1946 to 1950 more working days were affected by
strike action than in any period since 1946 (Appendix 1). It
was a time of readjustment and dramatic change. The disrupted
entreport trade had to be built after the war the communists
came to power on the mainland capitalists and workers came to
Hong Kong seeking refuge and began the rapid industrialization
of the colony the population increased from 600,000 to over
two million. All these events affected industrial relations.
The labour force in industry increased from 20,000 to 89,000
the trade unions were legalized and their registration made
compulsory and the broad framework of labour legislation was
laid down. Indeed, behind this flurry of acitivity, this
period was marked by high levels of open conflict.
During the period from 1951 to 1966, the industrial
relations system displayed a remarkable outward stability
despite industrialization proceeded at a hectic speed. The
number of workers working in industrial establishments grew
from 93,644 to 431,973. But the number of trade unions only
increased from 210 to 240 and declared union membership was
the same at the end of the period as at the beginning. Few
important pieces of labour legislations were passed. The
4legal framework at that time provided the Trade Unions and
Trade Disputes Ordinance. They were introduced to facilitate
the trade union movement. The Illegal Strikes and Lockouts
Ordiance of 1949 which aimed at preventing strikes and
lockouts was never used. This reflected the political and
economic circumstances were very difterent from those in the
earlier period. The harmonious labour relations can be
attributed to the political situation in China at that time,
the traditional Chinese culture prevailing in the 1950's, the
low level of education of employees, and the prompt settlement
of differences. We can thus say that the industrialization of
Hong Kong which started in the 50's was marked by a low level
of trade disputes.
The turning point of labour relations in Hong Kong was
in 1967 when Hong Kong was violently shaken by a sharp
increase in confrontations which, although political in
nature, were nonetheless sparked by a few successive trade
disputes arising from ordinary grievances which could have
been settled by conciliation under normal circumstances.
Amongst the many complex factors which brought about the large
number of strikes in the second half of the 1960s, there were
three which, by affecting conditions of employment, had given
workers causes for complaint. First, the remarxable increase
in the cost of living. Second, the cut back in production or
closure of many small and medium-sized plants due to rising
rentals and shortages of materials. Third, the rights of
workers considerably extended by the Government since 1967.
5Since 1967, the people of Hong Kong at all levels had
developed an unprecedented sensitivity to trade disputes and a
very great concern for industrial peace. Workers, on the
other hand, had become increasingly conscious of their legal
entitlements and rights. This new public awareness and
interests was one of the most important developments in the
annals of Hong Kong's labour relations. Following the
introduction of a series of important labour legislations
during the 60's and 70's for the pursuit of 'social justice
and stability', there was an upsurge of interest in labour
issues amongst the public at large. Labour legislations
received much more publicity and important sections of the
community such as churches and students provided supports for
workers on a scale not previously available.
From Appendix 1, it shows that there was a distinct
upsurge of disputes in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
followed by a falling away before the 1974-5 recession and
resumption of growth afterwards. After 1967 there was a
distinct change in government attitudes. In the first place,
there was a shift away from the 'Casulty Department' concept
of conciliation towards a more active role. Conciliation
officers no longer waited for an invitation to intervene but
took the initiative by going to the scene of trouble. They
arranged meetings, conducted investigations and explained the
law to the parties concerned. The other major change was in
the priority given to labour legislation by the government.
Between 1960 and 1979, some 150 pieces of legislation of
concern to the Labour Department were enacted. The Labour
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Tribunal ordinance which came into operation on 1 March 1973
was amongst the important legislations enacted in the 70s. It
aims to provide an expedious, inexpensive and informal method
of settling any types of disputes between workers and
employers which come within the definition of 'claims' under
the ordinance. The Labour Tribunal and the Labour Relations
Service provide the conciliation for claims and disputes while
the Tribunal makes judicial decision in cases where
conciliation failed. Then came the most constructive attempt,
so far, to provide a framework for settlement of disputes.
With the enactment of the Labour Relations Ordinance in August
1976, unsolved trade disputes have to go through three
successive stages for settlement, namely, ordinary
conciliation, special conciliation and the taking by the
Governor-in-Council of one of the following measures: To
establish a Board of Inquiry, to submit the dispute to
voluntary negotiation and conciliation with the help of those
who are skilful and experienced in the job.
Now, in the 80's, the industrial relations system in
Hong Kong has already undergone tremendous changes. Foreign
investments which,bring in new technology affect not only our
economic structure but also our social institutions and our
attitudes. In the private sector, there has been a noticeable
change in the attitudes of employers, their organizations,
workers and their unions. Employers are much more willing to
offer better conditions of employment nowadays. They begin to
realise the importance of communicating with their employees
and many of them have established some sort of consultative
7machinery in an effort to improve labour management
relations. Young workers, who are better educated, more
well-informed, and better trained in their job than their
senior veterans of industry, become more outspoken and less
hesitant in airing their grievances. They are more ready to
organise themselves to negotiate with management for higher
pay and better conditions of employment. Indeed, our young
workers are beginning to play an increasingly active part in
labour relations as can be seen from the many 'pressure
groups' they have formed. Parallel to such progress in recent
years is the development of the personnel function in the
private sector and the emergence of well-educated and
well-trained personnel managers and ofticers who are playing
an increasingly important role in the maintenance of
industrial harmony in Honq Konq.
It can be seen that Hong Kong's peculiar geo-political
status, its openness to foreign investment, the weakness of
its unions in controlling work relations and the emphasis of
the government on providing an adequate dispute and mediation
service have all contributed to the formation of such a unique
industrial relation system of Hong Kong. Characteristics of
the basic aspects of Hong Kong's industrial system in the
1980's are summarised in Appendix 2.
81.3. Management Characteristics and Performance in Industrial
Relations
Based on the above review of the development of
industrial relations in Hong Kong and an examination of the
post-1945 strike record in the community, it is evident that a
number of social, economical and political factors have
contributed to the upsurge or decline in industrial conflicts
at any particular time. However, a careful study of the
official record of strikes and lockouts in previous years can
further reveal that some establishments are more liable to
industrial conflicts than others even at times of industrial
harmony. This causes us to wonder whether individual
management approach to industrial relations would have
implications on an establishment's performance in industrial
relations. In fact, our interest in the role of management in
industrial relations is sparked by a comparative study of
industrial relations in two public companies: the Kowloon and
Canton Railway Corporation (KCRC) and the Mass Transit Railway
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rnrtx)r-i nn (MTRM in the year 1983
The two companies chosen for the above comparative study
are very similar in nature they are wholly owned by the
Government and are running a railway system of its own.
However, they are very different in their approach to
industrial relations issues. It is revealed in this study
2 A comparative study on Labour relations in KCRC and IT, a
paper prepared by the Mr Chow Tung Shan, Senior Labour Officer
(Labour Relations, Kowloon) in 30.8.83.
9that the industrial relations in KCRC and MTRC stands out in
good constrast. In KCRC, the industrial relations climate has
been open, cooperative and very stable. The management
recognises its two unions and accepts them as bargaining
partners. In collective bargaining, the management requests
both unions to form a joint committee. The relationship
between the management and the unions is very good. On the
other hand, MrIC has already had numerous cases of labour
management conflicts, threatened dismissals of union leaders,
injunction orders, demonstrations and petitions in its short
history of industrial relations. In fact, the trade dispute
which occurred between the train drivers' union in April, 84
(the second time within a short period of four months) had
escalated swiftly into a full-scale strike and attracted
extensive press coverage. The industrial relations climate in
MrRC is tense and suspicious. The industrial relations
management refuses to recognise the MTRC Operating Department
Staff Union which has declared membership of around 500 and is
the only union in the corporation. The relationship between
the management and the union is poor and at times hostile.
In the above study, the author attributed the difference
in industrial relations climate in MrRC and KCRC to the
different approaches adopted by the management of the two
corporations since both corporations are relatively new. In
MTRC, the management distrusts unions and takes every measure
to ensure that union movement would not spread within the
corporation. Its approach to industrial relations is
paternalistic, intuitive and one of common sense. Management
10
tends to rely heavily on the confrontational approach of
suppressing the opposition force. In KCRC, the management
takes a much more positive approach to the industrial
relations issues in devising the organizational structure, in
the selection of key staff and in approving an open industrial
relations policy.
It is further found that the two corporations differ in
the priority given to industrial relations. This is reflected
in the organisational structure of the two companies. In
KCRC, there is a Personnel and Administrative Director who
sits on the Board. In MIRC, the Head of Personnel and
Administration does not sit on the Board. In KCRC, there is
an Industrial Relations Controller (who supervises industrial
relations, manpower planning and salary administration), and a
full time Industrial Relations Manager. In MrRC, both posts
are absent. Industrial relations is dealt with by Personnel
Manager (Operation) whose main duty is personnel services and
staff welfare. The appointment of the Personnel Manager
(Operation) is based on the criteria for a personnel services
manager and a welfare officer, not for an industrial relations
manager. As a matter of fact, the incumbent has little
experience or training in the industrial relations field.
It can be seen that KCRC, by recognising the union and by
possessing a strong management team, has enjoyed healthy and
cooperative industrial relations climate. From the above
comparative study, it is evident that management practice does
have some important implications on the effectiveness of the
11
industrial relations system as a whole.
1.4. Literature Review
For a long time, there has been an apparent neglect of
management's role in the study of industrial relations by the
academics. In general, therefore, as Wood and Thurley (1977)
have observed, managerial roles in industrial relations have
continued to be evaluated 'largely on the basis of unanalysed
and under-researched assumptions'. It is only until recently
that academics and researchers have focused their attentions
on the characteristics of management organization and
variables such as size, technology and their relations with
organizations' experience of industrial conflicts.
Turner and Roberts (1977) considered the incidence of
strikes of a particular establishment as the only available and
comparable indicator of performance in industrial relations.
Incidence of strikes is defined as the number of days lost per
worker from industrial conflicts.
Gill and Warner (1979) studied the effects of employment
size on five organizational characteristics namely,
specialization, standardization, formalization, centralization
and configuration of 126 chemical establishments. They found
that the larger the establishment, the greater the tendency
for management to formalize its decision-making and to make
provision for specialists to deal with industrial relations
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problems. Effects of other contextual variables such as
technology and market factors were however not considered in
drawing these tentative conclusions. Although conflict-
proneness is certainly a feature of larger establishments, the
direction of causation is not obvious. Increased
specialization and formalization in larger establishments are
suspected to be responses to increased disputeliability rather
than the causes of it.
Gill and Concannon (1975) had found, in a broad study of
senior management attitudes and behaviour in industrial
relations policy development of a sample of 13 large
establishments (over 900 employees),. that regardless of the
size of these firms, their organizational structures or their
technology, all the establishments manifested a clear trend
towards greater degree of formalization and sophistication in
the operation of their industrial relations policies. With
the exception of the geographically clustered firms, they
found that all establishments were becoming more and more
decentralised in industrial relations decision-making
regardless of whether they were autonomous or part of a larger
company.
1.5. Objectives of the Study
In the past, studies of industrial relations have been
mainly concerned with trade unions, their members and their
roles in the society. Significance of management practice in
13
affecting the quality of industrial relations system has often
been neglected. There have so far been little analyses of the
effects of the internal organisation and practice of
management on industrial relations. As mentioned above, Hong
Kong's industrial system has entered into a new era in the
80's. Management is facing challenges arising from changes in
the social, economical and political contexts such as
increased labour legislation, proliferation of new
technologies and from structural changes of their
establishments such as increase in organisation size,
increased specialization or bureaucratization. The authors
feel that if industrial relations is a field concerned with
the employment relationship and the rules governing it, then
all the parties to that relationship need to be examined
before a full understanding of the system can be achieved.
It follows that the main focus of the present study will
be on the management approaches (in relation to industrial
relations) of a group of establishments and their respective
performances in industrial relations. The incidence of strike:
of a particular establishment will be chosen as an indicator
of performance in industrial relations. The objective of this
study is two-fold: First, to obtain a general picture of the
state of industrial relations in Hong Kong's manufacturing
sector, in particular, the electronics industry. Second, to
find out whether there is any systematic relations between the
strike experience of establishments and their management
characteristics in relation to industrial relations. By
comparing the management characteristics (formalization,
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specialization, standardization, centralization and
consultation/communication in industrial relations) of a group
of 'strike-prone' industrial establishments with the
'strike-free' ones, the authors attempt to explain the
different strike experiences of these establishments in terms
of their management characteristics in industrial relations.
Furthermore, any possible links between the management
characteristics in industrial relations and the contextual
characteristics of these establishments such as size,
technology and ownership will also be examined.
Through this study, the effects of individual industrial
relations management approach on the industrial relations
performance of an establishment can be better understood. As
such, it is hoped that it will provide management with
insights into ways of improving industrial relations or of
maintaining industrial harmony in their establishments.
Findings in this study will also indicate the directions of
future research.
1.6. Hypothesis
Based on the findings of previous management researches,
it is hypothesized that size of the organization, the degree
of 'centralization', 'specialization', 'standardization',
'formalization' and 'communication' of management in
industrial relations are related to the number of strike
incidence of an establishment. As such, the following
15
hypotheses are made:-
1) There is no connection between strike-proneness of an
organization and its degree of managerial centralization
in industrial relations
2) The size of an organization is positively related to the
number of strike incidences of the organization
3) The degree of managerial 'specialization',
'standardization', 'formalization' and 'communication' in
industrial relations is negatively related to the number





Due to limited time and manpower, we cannot carry out a
large scale industrial relations survey covering companies in
each manufacturing industry. It was suggested in Turner's
study that the biggest single factor in the differing dispute
experience of firms related to the circumstances (historical,
institutional and economic) of the particular industries in
which they operated, rather than the qualities of the
particular management. To eliminate the effects of external
differences between different industries, we concentrate our
research efforts on only one industry for the purpose of
studying the effects of different management practice on
industrial relations matters.
The sample in the present study is drawn from the
Electronic Industry. There are two main reasons for choosing
this particular industry for the present study. They are as
follows:-
17
1) According to the statistics on labour disputes compiled
by the Labour Department, there were altogether 1,352
labour disputes from 1977-1984, of which 214 (16%)
occurred in the electronics industry. Thus, compared
with other industries such as light metal industry, the
performance of electronics industry in industrial
relations is not particularly encouraging.
2) Unique characteristics of the electronics industry:-
a) A young industry. It started to develop in 1959
following Japan's decision to freely export
electronic components for radio receivers.
b) A highly competitive industry with high mortality
rate and a high aggregate of small establishments.
The general mode of operation in Hong Kong's
electronic plants can be described as production
assembly intensive. The majority of electronic
manufacturers produce undifferentiated products which
require less advanced technology and can be produced
with small capital. Since barriers of entry to such
simple assembly production are low, competition is
keen. In the past few years, there had been a rapid
increase in the number of establishments with less
than 100 workers.
c) An industry with heavy foreign investments. The
availability of a highly motivated work force, a good
18
commercial infrastructure, minimum government
interference, a free exchange control system and a
low tax structure have all contributed to the huge
foreign investment in this industry.
Foreign-invested electronic plants are used as Far
East production centres to serve the regional markets
of their home countries. In 1984, there was a total
of 1,342 electronic establishments in Hong Kong with
foreign interests. These establishments employed a
total of 99,237 workers with foreign investments
amounting to HK$4,062.8 million. The significance of
these foreign investments lies not only in the
transfer of technology but also in their impacts on
industrial management practice.
d) An industry with foreign-invested and local-invested
establishments which differ greatly in their
industrial relations management practice. Available
statistics indicated that overseas investment in
electronics industry mainly came from the United
States (52%) and Japan (17%). Since both countries
place great emphasis on scientific management and
human resources management, it is believed that
management practice of these foreign-invested plants
would differ greatly from that of the small local
establishments which generally pay little attention
to industrial relations matters. By contrasting the
management practice of these two types of
establishments, we may have some clues to the
19
relationship between management practice and
industrial relations performance of these companies,
In the present study, two samples are selected
from the population of electronic plants. They are
the 'strike-free' plants and the 'strike-prone'
plants. The former refers to electronic plants with
no previous records of industrial disputes such as
strikes or lockouts during the period 1977-1984. The
latter refers to electronic plants having records of
strikes and/or lockouts incidences compiled by the
Labour Department. As the industrial relations scene
in Hong Kong is in general quite harmonious, the
number of strike/ lockout incidences is relatively
low in comparison with the United Kingdom and the
States. Thus, the number of 'strike- prone' plants
is much fewer in number than that of the
'strike-free' plants. In the present study, the
sample of 'strike free'. electronic plants consisted
of 55 electronic plants while the sample of
'strike-prone' plants consisted of 25 electronic
plants.
2.2. Variables in the Study
The analytical frame-work employed in this study is
basically modelled on the study by Turner, Roberts and Roberts
(1977) which gives the most fluent account of the association
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between management characteristics and labour conflicts. By
means of a detailed comparative survey of the management in
'strike-prone' and in 'strike-free' plants, they set out to
show that structures of managerial organizations would clearly
affect propensity to strike in the enterprise itself. They
attempted to show that the difference in industrial relations
experience (e.g. in terms of strike incidences) may be in some
measure the consequence of 'management organization and
provision for industrial relations'. Their analysis of
management organization was focused on six characteristics of
management namely, 'specialization', 'standardization',
'formalization', 'centralization', 'interdependence' and
'consultation/communication'.
The present study concentrates on studying all of the
above-mentioned management characteristics except
'interdependence'. A questionaire is designed to collect the
relevant data. Variables involved in this study are as
follows:-
1) Performance in Industrial Relations
The incidence of strikes of a particular company is
considered as the only available and comparable indicator
of an establishment's performance in industrial relations.
Incidence of strikes is measured by the number of




It refers to the nature and degree of authority and
decision making in industrial relations within the
organization vis-a-vis line management and industrial
relations specialists. In this study, the number of
labour relations specialists is chosen as an indicator of
the degree of specialization of an organization in
industrial relations.
A Specialization Index with a maximum of five points
is designed to obtain a value score on specialization.
The higher the score, the more specialized the company is
in industrial relations management.
PointsNo. of Persons








As more people are responsible for dealing with only
industrial relations matters, the company will be more
specialized. Thus more points are allocated.
22
31 Formalization
It refers to the existence of explicit written
instructions or rules for industrial relations activities
such as handbooks, records. Existence of formal written
procedures on industrial relations matters,
comprehensiveness of these written procedures and records
of industrial relations agreements are chosen as
indicators.
Three different rating scales are assigned to measure
the total score of formalization. The maximum score is
13. The higher the score, the more formalized the
comnanv is in handling industrial relations matters.
a) Formalization of Industrial Relations Handling
Procedures.









With the availability of formally written
industrial relations handling procedures, management
can refer to these rules from time to time in their
handling of industrial relations matters. The
greater the number of formally written procedures,
the more formalized the company will be in handling
industrial relations matters and more points are
allocated.
b) General guidelines vs. detailed procedures
PointsDegree of comprehensiveness
0No formal written procedures
1None in full detail
220% in full detail
320%- 40% in full detail
440%- 7U% in full detail
570% in full detail.
6All in full detail
The more detailed the formal written handling
procedures of industrial relations problems, more
points are allocated.
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c) Records of Industrial Relations Agreements
Recording of Industrial
PointsRelations Agreements
2Formally recorded at all times
1Formally recorded at special occassion.
only
0Not formally recorded
If the results of each industrial relations
problems are recorded in black and white, management
can refer to these written agreements/records for
general guidance in industrial relations management
from time to time. Thus more points are allocated
for more frequently recorded agreements.
4) Standardization
it refers to the degree to which set or repeated
procedures are followed in processing management
decisions of industrial relations such as handling of
grievances, disputes, strikes.
A Standardization Index is used to measure the
degree of standardization. If procedures laid down
in the formal rules on industrial relations are
followed consistently whenever problems arise, then
similar cases would be given the same treatment by
the management. That is, the handling procedures are
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standardized. Thus, more points are allocated when
the procedures are followed exactly as what is
formally written down.
PointsDegree of Standardization
6100% according to formal procedures
520% of the time the formal procedures
followed
42U% but( 50% of the time the formal
procedures are not followed
33 5U% but 70% of the time the formal
procedures are not followed
27U% but 90% of the time the formal
procedures are not followed
190% but 100% of the time the formal
procedures are not followed
0The formal procedures are not followed
at all
5) Centralization
It refers to the degree of autonomy permitted in
bargaining strategy to each plant in the case of a
multi-plant organization. In the case of a single-plant
organization, it refers to the place where industrial
relations decision making occupies in the management
structure. Three indicators are used to measure the
degree of centralization in management. They are:-
anit-hnri t-v for handlina industrial relations matters,
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decision for changing these procedures and frequency of
consultation/ meeting between top management and
industrial relations specialists.
The maximum score of the Centralization Index is
13. The higher the score, the more centralized the firm
is in dealing with industrial relations problems. The
rating scales of these three indicators are listed as
follows:-




2Authority over minor industrial relations
problems only
1Authority over all industrial relations
problems other than strikes/lockouts
0Authority over all industrial relations
problems
Establishments would be classified as very
centralized in handling industrial relations problems
if all decisions are made by top management without
delegation of authority to the persons responsible.
Thus, more points are allocated.
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b) Frequency of Consultation/Meeting between Top









For companies which delegate authority to lower
level of the hierarchy in handling industrial
relations problems, top management would only be
consulted on ad-hoc basis. No scheduled meetings
are needed for advices or instructions from top
management. Thus the more frequent the meetings,
the more centralized the management is in handling
industrial relations matters and more points are
allocated.
28






2Joint consultation between top management
and industrial relations specialists
1Joint consultation between industrial
relations specialists and employees
If the decisions about changes-are only made by
top management, then the company would be classified
as centralized in handling industrial relations
Droblems. Thus, more points are allocated.
6) ComQnunication
It refers to management-worker consultation in
industrial relations matters. To measure the degree of
communication, three indicators are used. They are:-
Frequency of meeting between work groups and their
supervisors, existence of joint consultative committee
and number of communication channels.
The maximum score of these indicators is 1/. '.me
higher the total score, the better the communication
between supervisors and workers. The rating scale of the
three indicators are as follows:-
29








More meetings held between supervisors and work
group, better communication can be achieved. More
points are thus allocated.
b) Joint Consultative Committee








Better communication can be achieved if joint
consultative committees are held as a form of
employee participation. Companies with no joint
consultative committee will not achieve any score.
30
For those that have joint consultative committees,
more points will be allocated if a higher percentage
of employees are represented in these committees.
c) Communication Media








To ensure a more effective two-way
communication between the management and the work
group, the use of more than one kind of
communication media is considered an effective
measure. Thus, more points are allocated when more
media are used.
7) Systematization
It refers to the employment of industrial relations
specialist who handles specifically industrial relations
matters in accordance with standardized formal procedures
and who emphasises communication with workers. It is
measured by the combined score of specialization,
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formalization, standardization and communication.
2.3. Data Analysis
In order to test the three hypotheses, three correlation
analysis are employed:-
a) Correlation between the size of the companies and the
number of strike incidences of the companies.
(Hypothesis Tao).
b) Correlation between the number of strike incidences of
the companies and each management characteristics of the
companies. (Hypothesis one Three).
c) Correlation between the number of strike incidences of
the companies and the combined characteristics of
'Specialization', 'Standardization', 'Formalization' and




3.1. An Introductory Note
After the pilot test and follow-up amendments were made
to the questionaires, the questionaires were sent to the
prospective subjects. To ensure a high response rate,
questionaires were distributed to personnel managers/officers
of the 'strike-free' electronic plants through personal
contacts i.e. friends, classmates and acquaintances. 55
questionaires were distributed and 23 of them returned with a
response rate of 41.8 per cent. For the 'strike-prone' ones,
their personnel managers/ofticers were telephoned prior to the
distribution. They were briefed of the purpose of the study
and the confidentiality of any given information. 25
questionaires were sent and 14 were received after exerting
persistent follow-up efforts, achieving a response rate of 56
percent. After all the completed questionaires were
collected, a thorough examination of the data was made. Nine
companies were selected for a more in-depth telephone survey
to collect more qualitative information. It is believed that
such information will facilitate a detailed analysis of the
data contained in the questionaires.
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Results of this study and their respective analysis are
now presented under four sections. They are:- Economic and
technological characteristics of the sample, general
industrial relations practice of the electronic plants in the
sample, number of incidence of strikes vs management
characteristics in industrial relations and number of
incidence of strikes vs size of plant.
3.2. Economic and Technological Characteristics of the Sample
Table 1 displays the economic and technological
characteristics of the 'strike-free' plants and the 'strike-
prone' plants. Basically, these two categories of plants
share the same characteristics in terms of employment size,
ownership, total sales turnover, technology, product lines and
composition of labour force. Plants with employment size
ranged from 201 to 500 make up the biggest group in the
sample. 51.4 percent of the plants are subsidiaries/
associates of foreign companies of which 32.5 percent is of
U.S. origin. The average electronic plant has a total sales
turnover of 50 to less than 100 million HKD. Semi-automatic
technology is commonly adopted to produce predominantly two to
four distinctive product lines. The average percentage of
manual labour employed in these plants is 65.
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3.3. General Industrial Relations Practice of Electronic Plants of
the Sample.
Table 2 provides a summary of the characteristics of the
industrial relations practice adopted by the 37 plants of the
sample. It is found that 46 percent of the electronic plants
did not employ a person to handle specifically industrial
relations matters and 30 percent had only one industrial
relations specialist. Thus, the majority of electronic plants
(76 percent) of the sample either do not have an industrial
relations specialist or they only have one specialist to deal
with labour matters.
As regards the extent of formalization of the management
in industrial relations, 43 percent of the plants do not have
formally written procedures for handling industrial relations
matters. While 51 percent of the plants have formal
procedures set out on one to two industrial relations issues
which include grievances/complaints and dismissal.
Comprehensiveness of these formal procedures varies in
different electronic plants. Some have the procedures writter
in details while others have them written as general
guidelines only. The majority of plants (62 per cent) have
their agreements on labour matters formally recorded for
future reference.
Table 2 indicates that 57 percent of the industrial
relations specialists employed in these plants of the sample
either have no authority in handling of industrial relations
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matters or they only have authority over minor matters, such
as grievances or complaints. In general, most of the
industrial relations specialists have meetings with top
management on ad-hoc basis only. Chang9s in industrial
relations procedures are the results of either top
management's decision (for 51 percent of the plants) or
joint consultation between top management and specialist (for
33 percent of the plants).
It is also found in Table 2 that the extent of formal
procedures being used by top management varied over a wide
range of the sample. 13.5 percent of the management of the
plants do not use any of the formal procedures in their
handling of industrial relations matters while another 13.5
percent of the management follow the formal procedures at all
times.
Concerning the degree of communication between management
and workers, Table 2 shows that 43 percent of the plants did
not have any regular meetings between supervisors and workers,
while 33 percent had such meetings on ad-hoc basis.
Information from the mini-telephone survey further revealed
that most of these meetings were job-oriented ones.
Industrial relations matters are in fact discussed as side
issues in most cases. An outstanding feature is that a large
proportion of the plants (92 percent) did not have joint
consultative committees set up in their plants. Few
electronic plants do not have communication channels
established between management and workers. A total of 81
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percent of the plants use one to three communication cnannels
for communication purpose. In Table 3, 40 percent of the
plants use notice board for communication between management
and worker. other commonly used communication channels were
found to be circulars and meetings.
Table 6 provides the unionization characteristics of the
plants of the sample. The majority of plants (81 percent) do
not have any workers' associations. For those which have
workers' associations, their main activities are
recreational. Most of them are recognised by the management
of the plants. A majority of them have more than or equal to
80 percent of the workers as their members.
To sum up, it can be seen that most of the electronic
plants in the sample were not highly specialised in industrial
relations management. For those which have formal procedures,
the degree of comprehensiveness of these procedures varies
from plant to plant. However, minor labour issues such as
handling of workers' complaints are generally covered by these
procedures. The majority of the industrial relations
specialists are found to have no authority or have authority
only over minor issues. The extent of standardization of
management procedures also varies in the plants of the
sample. Although certain degree of communication does exist
between the management and workers, the nature of such
communication is basically job-related rather than industrial
relations oriented.
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3.4. Number of Incidence of Strikes vs Management Characteristics
in Industrial Relations
Table 8 indicates the relation between strike-proneness
of a plant and its respective score for the five management
characteristics plus systematization (a combined index of
formalization, specialization, standardization and
corrinication). Although chi-square test is used to test for
the independence of the strike-proneness of a plant and each
management characteristics, the results do not indicate any
significant relationships between the two variables.' It is
further revealed from the results of this study that plants
with 'low'incidence of strikes, that is, number of working
days lost due to strikes is one day or less, exhibited a wide
range of management characteristics. Of the 14 plants which
have records of industrial disputes, five have no more than
one working day lost due to strike. Their industrial
relations practices vary from plant to plant. Such finding
coincides with that of Turners' study. In order that results
of the correlation analysis can be more meaningful, those wits
one or less than one working day lost due to strike are
excluded from the correlation analysis. Thus only nine sets
of data are used. Table 7 provides the results of the
correlation analysis between the number of working days lost
due to strikes and the six management characteristics. Apart
from the characteristic of formalization and systematization,
findings of this study fail to indicate any significant
relationship between number of incidence of strikes and
management characteristics in industrial relations. For the
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characteristic of formalization in industrial relations
management, its correlation score with the number of incidence
of strikes is -0.7531. Index of systematization was also
found negatively related with the number of incidence of
strikes. The correlation score is -0.6792. Both correlation
results are found significant after applying the t-test at 5
percent level of significance.
Concerning the relation between centralization of
industrial relations management and the number of incidence of
strikes, Fig. A shows that there was apparently no relation
between centralization and the number of incidence of strikes
experienced by a plant. As found in Table 7, the correlation
score between centralization and the incidence of strikes is
-0.2905 which was found insignificant after t-test was applied
at 5 percent level of significance. The hypothesis that there
is no connection between the degree of centralization and the
number of strike incidences is thus supported. (Hypothesis
one). Majority of the plants have.their scores for
centralization clustered in the medium range. This reflects
the situation in which persons responsible for industrial
relations matters generally have authority over minor issues
such as grievances of workers/staff complaints. The ultimate
power for decision making on industrial relations policy rests
with the top management. Often, the production man wields
much influence in this respect. Results of this study further
indicates that in most plants/companies concern, the
industrial relations man basically played an advisory or
executive role in labour management.
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In Table 7, the correlation score for specialization and
the number of incidence of strikes is -0.232. The correlation
score is found insignificant after applying the t-test at 5
percent level of significance. Fig. B shows the relation
between the incidence of strikes and the degree of management
specialization in industrial relations. The degree of
specialization of management varies over a wide range of
working days lost due to strikes. Table 8 also indicates that
about the same percentage of 'strike-prone' and 'strike-free'
plants had low or medium degree of specialization in
industrial relations management. The result suggests that a
certain degree of specialization in industrial relations
management existed in both 'strike-free' and 'strike-prone'
plants in the sense that 'specific' person(s) would be
assigned the duty of handling routine labour matters such as
staft recruitment, calculation of wages. The job of the so
called 'industrial relations specialist' differs from plant to
plant. Since the number of labour disputes is apparently few
and is seldom very disastrous in outcome, management in Hong
Kong generally do not give serious consideration to specialize
the industrial relations management. In fact, the result
illustrates that the degree of specialization of a plant
depended very much on individual management style.
Table 7 shows the correlation score between the number of
strike incidences and standardization to be 0.3169. Applying
t-test at 5 percent level of significance indicated the
correlation to be insigniticant. Fig. C shows that the degree
of standardization was not related to the number of working
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days lost due to strike. one possible cause for the
insignificant result is that insufficient indicator was used
to measure the characteristics of management standardization.
The fact that many of the plants with low incidence of strikes
show a wide diversity of management practice might have also
contributed to the insignificant correlation result for
standardization and the number of strike incidence. The
extent of using formal industrial relations procedures would
vary, more often than not, from management to management.
Regarding the degree of communication between management
and workers, Fig. D indicates that the results dispersed over
a wide range. However, there is a slight tendency for the
number of strike incidences to decrease with increased
communication between workers and management. Table 7 also
shows that the degree of communication between management and
workers was not significantly related to the number of
incidence of strikes. The correlation score is -0.271. The
findings of the study shows that both types of plants had
their scores for communication concentrated in the low range
region. Such findings is probably related to the highly
competitive nature of the electronics industry. Management of
electronic plants, being confronted with rapid technological
changes and constant renovation of products, is generally very
production-oriented. Increasing communication between
management (including work supervisors) and workers would
impose a heavy cost (time and monetary resources) on daily
production of a plant. As reflected in the findings, the
imnoortance of communication with workers is generally not
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emphasized by the top management of both 'strike prone' and
'strike-free' plants.
Fig. E illustrates the relation between the number of
strike incidence and the degree of formalization of management
procedures. With the increase of formalization, the number of
strike incidence is found to decrease. In table 7, the
negative correlation score (-0.7531) for the degree of
formalization and the number of strike incidences also shows
that the more formalized a plant in industrial relations
management, the lower would be the number of incidence of
strikes. The relation is found to be a significant one after
applying the t-test at 5 percent level of significance.
Hypothesis Three is thus supported in respect of the
characteristic of formalization. This suggests that with more
formal procedures on industrial relations matters set down in
full detail, both management and workers would have a clearer
and better understanding of either party's rights and
obligations. The industrial relations climate would be more
harmonious.
As regards the degree of systematization of management in
industrial relations, Fig. F shows that the more
'systematised' the management in handling industrial relations
matters, the less would be the number of incidence of
strikes. The correlation score for systematization as given
in table 8 is -0.6792. Thus, despite results of the present
study fail to suggest any significant relationships between
the number of strike incidences and standardization,
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communication, centralization and specialization of
management, the combined score for the four management
characteristics (specialization, formalization,
standardization and communication) correlates negatively with
the number of strike incidences. A plant or an organization
is said to be 'systematised' in its management practice if one
or more specitic persons are assigned the duties of handling
industrial relations matters. Written procedures on ways of
handling labour matters are set down in full detail and would
be strictly adhered to by the industrial relations
specialist(s). In a 'systematised' organization,
communication between management and workers is given much
emphasis and a number of different communication channels are
used for this purpose. Based on the analysis of correlation,
it suggests that the more systematized the practice in
industrial relations, the lower would be the number of
incidence of strikes. Hypothesis Three is thus supported.
To sum up, by excluding plants with 'low' incidence of
strikes from the correlation analysis, the number of incidence
of strikes is found only significantly correlated with the
degree of formalization and systematization of management in
industrial relations.
3.5. Number of Incidence of Strikes vs Size of Plant
Table 7 shows the correlation result oetween sites uL
plant and the number of incidence of strikes. only nine sets
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of data were used in the analysis, excluding those with number,
of working days lost less than or equal to one. The
correlation score is 0.0968. No significant relation is found
between the two variables after t-test was done at 5 percent
level of significance. Hypothesis Two is thus not supported.
Such result, however, does illustrate some major
limitations of the present study. Due to the highly
competitive nature of the electronics business, size of the
work force in the electronic plants fluctuates greatly with
the state of the plant's business. The change in the size of
work force due to expansion or contraction of business may be
as great as a few hundreds. Moreover, in the present study,
plants with records of strike incidences for the period 1977
to 1984 are included as subjects of the sample. Due to the
long lapse of time, it is likely that the present reported
employment size of a plant will difter significantly from its
actual employment size at the time of strike/lockout since
workers are often retrenched after incidence of strikes. In
one particular case, the management had retrenched all its 700
odd workers after strike and moved the entire plant to
Shenzhen Special Economic Zone. Change of ownership of a plant
after incidence of strikes also results in nil return of
strike incidences from plants which have previous records of
disputes. In view of the above circumstances, the number of
strike incidences and size of the plant may not have been
measured correctly. As such, available findings may not
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present a true picture of the relation between number of




CHARACTERISTICS VS SIZE OF PLANT
4.1. Relation between management characteristics and Size of plant
In studying the relationships between the number of
strike incidences, the six management characteristics and the
size of plant, it is found that size of the plants is related
to the six management characteristics in some particular
ways. A correlation analysis for the management
characteristics and size was thus made.
Table 10 shows the results of the correlation analysis
between the sizes of 37 electronic plants and their six
management characteristics in industrial relations.
Significance of the correlation scores is tested by applying
the t-test at 5 percent and 10 percent level of significance.
Specialization
The correlation score between size ana Sp euld1J LctLJ V11 111
industrial relations management is 0.5682 as given in Table
10. The relation is a significant one at 5 percent level of
significance of the t-test. Thus, size is positively related
to the deree of specialization of management in industrial
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relations. With the increase in plant size, the plant becomes
more specialised.
Formalization
Table 10 shows the correlation score for size and
formalization to be 0.3189. The score is found insignificant
with t-test applied at 5 percent level of significance.
However, formalization of management in industrial relations
is positively related to the size of plant when t-test is
applied at 10 percent level of significance. Thus, the two
variables are, to a certain extent, positively related to each
other, despite the relationship is not a very strong one.
Centralization, Standardization Cor=nication
Table 10 indicates that the correlation scores for these
three management characteristics and size of plant were
insignificant when t-test was applied at both 5 percent and 10
percent level of significance. Thus size of plant is not
related to the degree of centralization, standardization of
management and the communication between management and
workers.
Systematization
Table 10 shows that the correlation score for
systernnatization and size is 0.3154. Although the correlation
result is not significant at 5 percent level of significance
53
of the t-test, systematization of industrial relations
management is found positively related to the size of a plant
when t-test is applied to the correlation score at 10 percent
level of significance.
4.2. observations made from the findings
It is observed from the above-mentioned correlation
results of the size of plant and the six management
characteristics in industrial relations that specialization
was the only characteristic which nad a significant
relationship with the size of a plant when the correlation
score was tested by t-test at 5 percent level of
significance. Thus, with the increase in plant size, there
will be an increase in management's specialization in
industrial relations. This can be explained by the fact that
big plants would tend to employ one or more persons to handle
specifically routine labour matters such as calculation of
wages. Such work will drain heavily on management's resources
with the increase of the size of employment. It does not
necessarily follow from the results of this study that big
plants are more 'specialized' in industrial relations
management in the sense that a more comprehensive, systematic
and well structured industrial relations program is set down
by the management.
The insignificant correlation results for the management
characteristics of formalization, centralization,
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standardization, communication and systematization can be
attributed partly to the small sample size and partly to the
general industrial relations climate in the electronics
industry which is basically very production-oriented. overall
speaking, top management of these plants does not give much
attention to industrial relations matters. The ultimate
authority for handling industrial relations matters generally
remains with the top management in most of the plants. This
observation is thus in line with the finding that size of
plant did not have significant relation with its degree of
centralization in industrial relations management. The degree
of importance attached to the formalization and
standardization of management procedures on industrial
relations and to the communication between management and
worker will depend very much on the preference of individual
top management of these plants. This may explain why size of
plant has no signiticant effect on the above five management




5.1. General Trend of Industrial Relations
Based on the information obtained from the questionaires
and telephone survey, the authors have made some observations
on the general industrial relations situation in the
electronics industry. They are discussed under three topics.
(a) Weak Unionization
It is observed, among other things, that workers in
this industry were very loosely organized. The Hong Kong
Kowloon Electronics Industry Employees General Union is
the only employees' union for workers in the entire
industry. Available statistics from the Registrar of
Trade Unions indicated that the declared membership of
the Union as at 31.12.1983 was 1,608. This represented
only 1.62 percent of the total work force in the
industry. Sample results of the present study also
illustrate that workers were not well organised. out of
37 electronic plants, only seven have some sort of
workers' association and only one out of these seven
workers' associations includes activities involving
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consultation and liasion with workers. Others are only
concerned with arranging recreational activities.
Although all these associations are, to a certain degree,
recognised by the top management and have large
membership, they normally do not exert much pressure on
the management of the companies regarding industrial
relations matters.
(b) Role of Labour Department and Labour Tribunal in the
Field of Industrial Relations
The employer-employee relation in the electronics
industry is found relatively stable and harmonious.
Although minor labour disputes do arise now and then from
sudden retrenchment of business or change of company
ownership, the number of working days lost due to
strikes/lockouts in this industry is still low compared
with other foreign countries. In case of labour
disputes, the Labour Department and the Labour Tribunal
are basically the only two government bodies which may
provide assistance to the management in solving the
disputes. The Official Receiver's office will only step
in when the disputes involve winding up of companies.
The personnel officers of the industry generally consider
the Labour Department as an advisory body which offers
them useful guidance on general labour matters to a
certain extent. It is, however, not particularly useful
in settling disputes between workers and management since
it is not equipped with any arbitration power to force
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either party to make concessions. The Labour Tribunal,
on the other hand, serves as the final arbitrator of
labour disputes. The general opinion of the respondents
from the telephone survey is that it offered a speedy and
inexpensive means of settling labour disputes. The
fairness of its presiding ofticers was however questioned
by some of the respondents who considered the decision of
the Labour Tribunal as unpredictable and sometimes biased
towards the workers.
(c) Low Key Management Practice in Industrial Relations
Matters
overall .speaking, attitude of the management towards
industrial relations is basically unenthusiastic and
indifferent. To them, production is the top priority.
This observation is particularly relevant in.the
electronics industry where competition is known to be
fierce and intense. Personnel management and industrial
relations management are only given a low priority.
Personnel officers or industrial relations specialists
usually do not have much power in deciding the personnel
policy. Approval from the top management is needed in
most circumstances. In fact, the production man may havE
more say in the industrial relations matters than the
industrial relations specialists. It is not uncommon to
find workers being fired at spot by production or plant
managers without having the matter being brought to the
attention of the industrial relations specialists or
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personnel officers in the first instance. There are also
situations where industrial relations problems are
settled by top management before the matter is made known
to the personnel man. Apparently, the main duties of the
personnel officers/industrial relations specialists
involve mainly handling routine administrative work on
personnel matters and tidying loose ends for minor labour
conflicts. The above observation concerning the low key
management practice in industrial relations matters can
be reaftirmed by the findings of this study. They are
listed as follows:-
i) Nearly half (46 percent) of the sample subjects do
not have industrial relations specialists.
ii) 51.4 percent of the plants in the sample nave low
formalization score in handling industrial relations
matters. 16 out of 37 plants (43 percent) do not
have formal written industrial relations handling
nrPu res at all.
iii) only 34 percent of the plants handle their
industrial relations matters consistently with
reference to formal written procedures set down by
the plants.
iv) 57 percent of the plants do not delegate or delegate
little authority (over minor matter only) to the
industrial relations specialists.
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v) 56 percent of the plants have the decision on
changing industrial relations procedures made by top
management or board of directors. only 3 percent of
the plants indicate that decisions were made through
joint consultation between specialists and workers.
vi) 7 6 percent of the plants in the sample pay little
attention to communication which, as suggested by
many scholars, is a very important means to solve or
prevent labour conflicts.
vii) 92 percent of the plants do not have joint
consultative committees which is believed to be a
very eftective means to achieve mutual understanding
between management and workers.
5.2. Conclusions Drawn from the Findings
With the findings obtained from this study, the authors
conclude that there was no connection between strike proneness
of an organization and the degree of its centralization in
industrial relations management. The first hypothesis is thus
supported. As regards the relation between an organization's
liability to strike and its various management characteristics
in industrial relations, results of the study indicate that
number of strike incidences of an organization was negatively
correlated with its degree of formalization and
systematization in management practice on industrial
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relations. The more formalized the management procedures on
industrial relations or the more 'systematized' the management
practice becomes (that is, more specialization, formalization,
standardization and communication in industrial relations),
the lower will be the number of incidence of strikes of an
organization. However, no systematic relation is found
between an organizataion's strike liability and its degree of
specialization, standardization and comnunication in
industrial relations management. As such, the third
hypothesis is only partially supported. Concerning the effect
of size on an organization's strike liability, findings of
this study have failed to support the second hypothesis which
proposes that size of an organization was positively related
to number of strike incidences of the organization. This
implies that the hypothesis will have to be re-examined by
further study. Furthermore, no distinct relation is found
between size of an organization and its various management
characteristics except for the characteristic of
specialization.
5.3. Comparison with Turner and Roberts' Study (1977)
Basically, the present study is modelled on Turner ana
Roberts' study which was conducted in 1977. As found in
Turner's study, firms with low incidence of strikes displayed
a wide range of management characteristics. The findings are
particularly obvious in the Hong Kong situation which has long
enioved a stable employer-employee relation. In the present
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study, there is also no connection between degree of
managerial centralization and incidence of strikes. However,
unlike Turner's study which found incidence of strike
positively linked with formalization in industrial relations,
the relation is found to be a negative one in the present
study. It is further indicated in this study that the more
'systematised' an organization in management practice is, the
lower would be its strike incidences. This finding is an
entire contrast to what is found in Turner's study. At this
juncture, the authors find it necessary to point out that it
would not be desirable to draw analogy between the two studies
since they differed significantly in the basic design of the
study and in the collection of information. Unlike Turner's
study which covered plants in six distinct industries, the
present study concentrated its research efforts on only one
industry- the electronics industry. Size of the plants in
the sample of this study does not cover a very wide range as
in Turner's case. Most of the subjects in the sample are
middle-sized establishments. In this study, information was
collected by means of questionaires and a mini-scale telephone
survey while Turner had collected information by conducting
structured in-depth interviews with top management of each
plant and with a number of union representatives. Last but
not least, it is believed that factors like cultural
difference, degree of unionization of workers' union,
educational standard and ideologies of workers will also




This study endeavours to explain an organization's
liability to strikes in terms of its management
characteristics in industrial relations and to find out the
links between size of an organization and its management
characteristics in industrial relations.
Formalization and systematization are identified to be
the two management characteristics in industrial relations
which have negative correlation with an organization's
incidence of strikes.
As small local manufacturers remain the back-bone of the
electronics industry, the management style predominant in
these small establishments is observed to be basically
'paternalistic' and 'unsystematic'. Relation between employer
and employees is mostly informal and labour matters are often
not handled according to rules. Results of this study also
show that majority of the electronic plants achieved low
scores in relation to its degree of specialization,
formalization, standardization and communication. Information
obtained from the telephone survey with nine personnel
ofticers from the 'strike-prone' plants reveals that the
duties of the so called 'industrial relations specialists' did
not in the real sense specialized in industrial relations
matters. Their authority is limited. Top management of these
small estalishments remains the most powerful as they always
have the final say in 'fire or hire' of a worker. It is
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further noted that many of the minor labour disputes in these
plants had resulted from misunderstanding between management
and workers.
To maintain a harmonious relation between the management
and workers, it is recommended that stronger emphasis should
be placed on formalizing the many procedures on industrial
relations matters. By doing so, the rights of both employers
and employees would be protected. These formal procedures
will provide the management a useful guidance in handling a
diversity of labour issues and reduce uncertainties on the
part of workers. With the rise of workers' general
educational standard, the growing complexity of the labour
laws and the increasing number of pressure groups who act as
watchdogs on labour matters, the trend of increasing
formalization in management practice is apparently an
unavoidable one.
It is also recommended that the management should follow
the formal procedures in their handling of daily personnel
issues, although certain degree of flexibility in using these
procedures is desirable in some circumstances.
Since 73 percent of the plants in this study have
achieved a low score in relation to communication between
workers and management, it is strongly recommended that more
communication channels should be used to gauge the opinions of
the workers towards the management. The 'opening-up' of the
management is believed to be an eftective means of improving
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employer employee relation since any grievances/complaints of
the workers can be more easily detected by the management and
appropriate measures can be adopted to defuse any labour
problems. Provision of communication channels such as
suggestion box, informal discussion between supervisors and
workers equates to safety valves which control the development
of any labour conflicts. Moreover, there should be more
comirunication between the industrial relations specialists and
the production man since the production man often have more
direct control on the performance of the workers at the shop
floor level. Regular meetings between the production man and
the personnel officers will be an effective way to keep either
party informed of the current industrial relations
development, both in the plant and in the industry as a whole.
Although there is certain degree of specialization in the
management practice on industrial relations, the situation can
be further improved if the management of these plants will set
up a more comprehensive program on industrial relations which
includes activities like training of workers, appraisal of
staff performance.
With increasing efforts of the management in improving
the degree of formalization, specialization, communication and
standardization, the organization would become more
'systematized' and lower incidence of strikes would result.
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5.5. Limitations of the study
This study has provided the authors with a better
understanding of the management practice on industrial
relations commonly adopted by plants in the electronics
industry. Attempts have been made to compare the strike
experience of individual plants and to explain difterent
strike liabilities of these plants in terms of their
management characteristics in industrial relations. Although
results of the present study have supported some of the
proposed hypotheses and can be reasonably interpreted with
reference to the peculiar industrial relations situations in
Hong Kong, there are some limitations which may to a certain
extent affect the external and internal validity of the
findings of this study.
In this study, questionaire is used as the main
instrument for collecting information from prospective
subjects. As the questionaires are sent out by mail which
generally has a lower response rate, questions set out on the
questionaires must, on one hand, be as comprehensive as
possible to obtain information on all major management,
techonological and economic characteristics of the companies
and on the other hand, not too long to ensure a higher
response rate. In some situations, coverage of the questions
in the questionaires may not be sufficient to enable a more
indepth interpretation of data. The weighing system for
assigning scores to the various indicators which are used to
measure the management characteristics may also subject to
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criticisms
Due to limited resources, direct enquiries with
management of the electronic plants cannot be carried out. To
obtain more indepth information, a mini-telephone survey is
conducted with the management of nine electronic plants. It
is believed that validity of the findings of this study can be
enhanced if the scale of the telephone survey can be expanded
or some direct enquiries can be made to allow for a better
interpretation of data obtained from the questionaires.
The size of the sample covered in this study is 23 and 14
for the 'strike-free' and 'strike-prone' plants respectively.
The response rate for both samples is far from satisfactory
('strike-free' plants, 42 percent 'strike-prone' plants, 56
percent). This partly reflects the indifferent attitude of
the management towards industrial relations. The highly
sensitive nature of the issues covered in this study is likely
to be another contributory factor to the low response rate.
Indeed 'Strikes' is often stigmatised as an indicator of
management failure in this society. As a result, management
of plants which have previous records of strikes are reluctant
to release the relevant information or simply do not respond
to the questionaires. Despite constant efforts have been made
to secure cooperation from the management, the size of the
'strike-prone' plants is not big enough for drawing more
significant conclusions from its findings. Should the size of
the sample be larger, the validity of the study can be
improved.
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Unlike Turner's study which covered a very wide range of
employment size, sample of this study has the largest
proportion of plants whose size ranged from 200-500. Results
of this study may be affected by the bias of the sample.
Due to its high mortality rate, there is a relatively
greater number of labour disputes in the electronics industy.
The total number of working days lost due to strikes/lockouts
for individual plants however remains low. of the 14
'strike-prone' plants, six of them have low score of incidence
of strikes (that is, number of working days lost due to strike
is not more than one). This low incidence of strikes may
again aftect the validity of the results of the study.
one of the major limitations of the present study lies
with the measurement of plant size. Due to rapid workmen
turnover, contraction/expansion of business, size of the
electronic plants fluctuates greatly. Moreover, workers are
often retrenched after incidence of strikes. Accurate
measurement of the plant size at time of strike is thus very
difficult. It is believed that this limitation has greatly
aftected the significance of the findings in relation to the
effects of size on management and the incidence of strikes.
A long time span (1977-1984) has been used to overcome the
difficulties caused by the low strike-incidence in Hong Kong.
This however results in another limitation of the study. Due
to the long lapse of time, it is likely that there would be
change of plant ownership or change of management practice in
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industrial relations. Some 'strike-prone' plants would move
over to the category of 'strike-free' plants as a result of
change of ownership. And some companies might implement lots
of systematic and formalized management practice on industrial
relations after incidence of strikes to avoid further labour
conflicts. Thus, management characteristics in industrial
relations measured by the questionaire may not be able to give
a true picture of the management practice adopted by the
companies at time of strike.
5.6. Suggestions for Further Research
The present study has concentrated its research efforts
on studying industrial relations in the electronics industry.
However, it is believed that the tradition, the historical
background and the development trend of an industry will have
an impact on its industrial relations performance. An
extension of the present study will be a comparative research
on industrial relations practice adopted by the management in
two or more industries in Hong Kong such as toys, textiles,
garments.
Although findings of the present study tail to support
any significant relationship between size and management
characteristics in industrial relations, the authors are of
the view that as size of plant increases, there will be
increase of specialization, formalization, centralization,
standardization and communication in industrial relations
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management. Since validity of the results of this study may
be aftected by the measurement of plant size, further research
in this area is considered useful in view of the increasing
modernization of Hong Kong industries.
In this study, 'systematization' is found to have a
negative eftect on strike liability of firms. More in-depth
researches in this area will help to provide more insights
into ways of improving industrial relations and of maintaining
harmony in the industrial sector.
In Turner's study, the relation between the
characteristics of general management of an organization and
its performance in industrial relations was identified.
Further researches efforts can be directed at finding the link
between general management characteristics and its
characteristics in industrial relations management.
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TABLE 1












2.7%Subsidiary/associate of a U.K. company
32.5%Subsidiary/associate of a U.S. company
2.7%Subsidiary/associate of a Japanese company
13.5%Subsidiary/associate of other foreign company
100%Total
III. Sales Turnover (HK$Million)
5.6%Less than 10
13.9%10 to less than 50
33.3%50 to less than 100
19.4%100 to less than 200
11.1%200 to less than 500
16.7%More than 500
100%Tnta I























MANAGEMENT CHARACTERISTICS IN INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS OF THE SAMPLE
Characteristics of Plants
I. SPECIALIZATION





more than 20 3%
100%Total
II. FORMALIZATION
Existence of Formal Written Procedures
43%Without formal written procedures
27%With formal procedure on 1 I.R. Problem
24%With formal procedure on 2 I.R. Problems
3%With formal procedure on 3 I.R. Problems
3%With formal procedure on 4 I.R. Problems
100%Total
Degree of Comprehensiveness:
43%No formal written procedure
3%General guidelines only
11%Less than 20% of the procedures are in full
detail
5%20% to less than 40% are in full detail
16%40% to less than 70% are in full detail
14%7U% or more are in full detail
8%All procedures are written in full detail
100%Total






Authority for handling Industrial Relation
Matters:
14%No authority
43%Authority over minor matters only
24%Authority over all matters except
strikes/lockouts





Frequency of meetings between top management






on Ad-hoc Basis 52%
total 100%
Decision in changing Industrial Relation
Procedures:
Through Board meeting 5%
51%Top management decision
Industrial specialist decision 3%
Joint consultation between top management 33%
specialist





Extent of formal procedures being used by
management:
5%No formal procedures
13.5%Procedures not used at all
8%More than 90% of the time not used
13.5%More than 70% less than 90% of the time
not used
11%More than 50% less than 70% of the time
not used
13.5%More than 20% less than 50% of the time
not used
22%Less than or equal to 20% of the time not
used
13.5%Procedures are followed at all times
100%Total
V. COMMUNICATION
Frequency of meeting between supervisor
employee:

























TYPES OF FORMAL COMMUNICATION CHANNELS BETWEEN
MANAGEMENT AND WORKERS










NUMBER OF COMMUNICAION CHANNELS














UNIONIZATION CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SAMPLE
of PlantsCharacteristics




II. Main Activities of Workers' Association:




III. Recognition of workers' association by the
management:
71.4%Ali of the workers' association
28.6%Some of the workers' associaton
None of the workers' association
100%Total
IV. Percentage of membership of total work force:
14.31Less than five per cent
Five to less than ten per cent
14.3%Ten to less than twenty per cent
Twenty to less than forty per cent
Forty to less than sixty per cent
Sixty to less than eighty per cent




CORRELATION BETWEEN COMPANY SIZE, MANAGEMENT CHARACTERISTICS AND
NUMBER OF DAYS LOST DUE TO STRIKE**








As t value is smaller than -2.365, there is a relationship between
the two variables at 5 percent level of signiticance.
Nine sets of data are used excluding those with number of days
lost due to strike less than or equal to one.
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TABLE 8
























































CORRELATION BETWEEN MANAGEMENTS AND CHARACTERISTICS COMPANY SIZI







As t value is greater than 2.03, there is a relationship betwee
As t value is greater than 1.69, there is a relationship between
the two variables at 10 percent level of significance.
37 sets of data are used
the two variables at 5 percent level of significance.
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APPENDIX 1
INUDSTRIAL DISPUTES (STRIKES AND LOCKOUTS) AND
MAN-DAYS LOST, 1946-7 TO 1978
Year No. of Strikes and Lockouts Man-days Lost
1946-7 16 124j139
































Sources: Commissioner for Labour, Annual Reports, Table 11,
Honq Kong Annual Digest of a is ics.
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APPENDIX 2
BASIC CHARACTERISTICS OF H.K.'S INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS SYSTEM
IN THE 80'S
(1) Development- Laissez-faire, within Government, support for
strategy the community and regulation of social order.
(2) Unionization- weak, but autonomous, loosely linked to
political interests, most trade unions
concentrated their efforts on providing
welfare, recreational activities and other
tangible benefits for their members. Trend of
increased trade union participation in labour
• disputes. Enhanced their status in the minds
of the workers.
(3) Ideology- individualist/free enterprise
(4) Government- emphasis on dispute settlement, mediation,
labour enforcement of government protection and
relations regulation (safety, health, employment, etc).
approach Little collective bargaining. To bridge the
communication gap between management and
labour and to lay down foundations for
establishing collective bargaining, joint
consultation of the non-negotiating and
non-statutory type is being promoted by Labour
Relation Service. Most employers and
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employees prefer informal joint consultations
to formal joint consultations.
(5) Peculiar Autonomous union welfare function. Reliance
form of on the Labour Department to police industrial
union- relations and to deal with individual problems.
management Labour-management relations at enterprise level
relations varies according to the size of the firms, the
management styles and employers' attitudes
towards employees.
varies according to ownership/local/foreign(6) Personnel
management division. Recent growth of protessional
personnel management is important.
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APPENDIX
COVERING LETTER AND QUESTIONAIRE
香 港 中 文 大 學THE CHINESE UNIVERSITY UF HUNG KUNU
香 港 新 界 沙 田 ‘ · 電 話 ： ○ · 六 三 三 一 登 一SHATIN• NT• HONG KONG• TEL. 0.633111• CABLE ADDRESS• SINOVERSITY
EXT. 782
研 究 院 工 商 管 理 學 部 ·
Division of Business Administration
Graduate School




The problem of-maintaining good and harmonious relations with
employees is of major importance to employers.. In the past, many
studies have been carried out on the.-various aspects of industrial
relations. Hpwever, the significance of management practice in
affecting the' quality -of industrial relations systems has often been
neglected.
We are students of the Three-year MBA Programme o the i:ninese
University of Hong Kong. In order to provide management with
insights into ways of-improving industrial relations, we are-
conducting a 'survey into the current practice and policy concerning
industrial relations.- This questionnaire is part of the survey and
your co-operation in providing information would be greatly.
appreciated.-
Please be assured that all information given will be treated in
STRICT CONFIDENCE. After all the findings are analysed and
presented, the questionnaires will be. destroyed. We would be
grateful if you would complete and return the questionnaire within
two weeks..





To avoid causing misunderstanding to certain terms which appear in
the questionnaire, some of them are defined on the Attachment I.








2 Please indicate the classification which corresponds most closely
to the type of your organization your company belongs
privately owned unquoted company
publicly quoted company
subsidiary/associate of a UK company
subsidiary/associate of a US company
subsidiary/associate of a Japanese company
subsidiary/associate of other foreign company
government or subvented organization
3 What was the total sales turnover of the organization in the last
financial year? (in HKD)
less than 10 million
10 to less than 50 million
50 to less than 100 million
100 to less than 200 million
200 to less than 500 million
more than 500 million
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more than twelve (please specify








managers administrators e.g. accountants, personnel
officers
other (please specify






more than 5 (please specify the number
8 How many workers' associations) exist in your organization?





5 or more (please specify the number
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9 Please specify the activities of the above workers' association
Workers' Association




10 How many of the above workers' associations are recognized by
your organization?
none of them
some of them (please specify the number
all of them
11 Please state the percentage of workers belonging to the above
workers' associations.
less than 5%
5 to less than 10%
10 to less than 20%
20 to less than 40%
40 to less than 60%
60 to less than 80%
80% or more
12 Please indicate the year in which the first workers' association
was established.
13 Please state the number of strikes2 occured in your
organization during the past 8 years. i.e. from 1/1/1977 to
31/12/1984





more than 20 (please specify the numbez
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14 Please state the total number of working days lost per worker due







more than 100 (please specify the number
15 Please state the average percentage of workers involved in
strikes during the past 8 years.
i.e. ((involved workers)/ (average no of workers) x (1/8)x100$)
less than 5%
5 to less than 10%
10 to less than 20%
20 to less than 40%
40 to less than 60%
60 to less than 80%
80% or more
16 Did the labor department have any kind of involvement during
strikes in the past 8 years?
yes
no (please skip #17)
sometimes (please specify the number of occurance
17 Please describe the form (s) of the above involvement (s) by the
labor department.
joint negotiation with both parties
direct negotiation with the employer
direct negotiation with the employees
consultation
others (please specify
18 Are there any specific person whose job mainly deals with
industrial relations3 matters?
yes (please specify exact number skip #20
no (please skip #19)
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19 If the above answer is 'yes', please briefly describe
his/her/their duties. Please also indicate the year in which the
above job was first created.
20 If the answer to #18 is 'no', then who will be responsible for
industrial relations matters. Please give the approximate time
spent on industrial relations matters.
Time spent on industrial relations mattPr-q:zers
less less less lesE less
than than than than than
10% 20% 40% 70% 100%
production manager
plant manager
21 Please indicate what kind of industrial relations problems are
governed by formal written handling procedures and the year in
which they were first published.






22 Are the above procedures written in full detail?
none in full detail, all are general guidelines only
less than 20% are written in full detail, others are
general guidelines only
20 to less than 40% are written in full detail, others are
general guidelines only'
40 to less than 70% are written in full detail, others are
general guidelines only
more than 70% are written in full detail, others are
general guidelines only
all of the industrial relations procedures are written in
full detail
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23 After the industrial relations problems are solved, are the




24 Please state the degree of authority delegated to the person(s)
responsible for industrial relations matters.
no authority, all decisions are made by top management
authority over minor industrial relations problems only
e.g. complaints, grievances
authority over all industria relations problems other than
strikes, lockouts
authority over all industrial relations problems, top
management will be consulted on exceptional cases only
25 Please state the frequency of consultation/meeting between top








26 How can the industrial relations handling procedures be changed?
through Board meeting
top management decision
industrial relations specialist decision
joint consultation between industrial relations specialist
and top management
joint consultation between industrial relations specialist
and employees
others ( please specify
27 How many times did the industrial relations handling procedures
subject to change in the past 8 years?
none
once to twice
three to five times
six to eight times
more than eight times (please specify the number
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28 To what extent the industrial relations handling procedures are
used by the management?
the formal procedures may exist in practice but they are
not used in handling related problems
greater than 90% of the time the formal procedures are not
used
greater than 70% but less than 90% of the time the formal
procedures are not used
greater than 50% but less than 70% of the time the formal
procedures are not used
greater than 20% but less than 50% of the time the formal
procedures are not used
less than 20% of the time the formal procedures are not used
all the industrial relations problems are handled according
to formal procedures
29 Please indicate the condition(s)/situation(s) under which
management will change the formal industrial relations handling
procedures?
changes in labor legislation.
changes in management policy
changes proposed by union or workers' associations
changes proposed by workers
others (please specify
30 Are there any regular meetings held between work groups and their
supervisors?







3 1 Please indicate the year in which the above regular meetings were
first introduced.
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32 Are there any joint consultative committee(s)7 held as a form
of employee participation.
yes (please specify frequency of meetings the year
in which it was first introduced
no (please skip #33)
33 What percentage of employees are represented by the above
consultative committee(s)?
less than 5%
5 to less than 15%
15 to less than 40%
40 to less than 80%
more than 80%
34 What kind of media are used as communication channels between
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